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Abstract 
This study investigated any possible relationship between the learners’ essay scores based on IELTS analytic essay scoring 
criteria and those based on the ratio of thematic progression patterns. The participants included a class of upper-intermediate 
students at Urmia University in “Essay Writing” course and were assigned an argumentative topic to write about. Analytic scores 
were given using IELTS scoring criteria, and  then based on  thematic progression patterns–including constant (CP), simple 
linear (SLP), split, and derived hyper-thematic progression (Danes, 1974; McCabe, 1999). The findings indicated no strong 
correlation between the scores based on IELTS writing scoring criteria and those based on thematic progression patterns. This 
study calls for including thematic progression as an important index in scoring essays at high-stake exams. Suggestions are also 
given for teachers to diversify their corrective feedback they provide to their students’ writings through including discoursal 
features of essays such as thematic progression.  
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays when learning a language, one needs to cover all its aspects, the different abilities which are 
needed to communicate in that language properly as well as successfully. According to Chastain (1988), since the 
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advent of audio-lingual method in language teaching, writing was slightly paid attention in English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) classes which has caused less importance to be given to the writing skill. However, as an educated 
person, one needs to be able to write in a clear, coherent, and comprehensible manner. Learners lack this 
composition skill in their first language, let alone in a foreign language. 
In order to achieve effectiveness, in addition to morphological, lexical and syntactic knowledge, mastery of 
other basics of an effective writing such as unity, cohesion and coherence, which are related to overall sense of a 
text, is demanded. Although it might be easy to create grammatically accurate sentences, it would be quite 
demanding to produce a text which is coherent that can guide the reader in its facilitated understanding (Schmitt, 
2002; Ostorm & Cook, 1993). 
Nowadays, with the popularity of process writing in the field of language teaching as well as assessment, 
and instructing the ways that enable learners to improve the process they go through to produce the product of 
writing, it gets even more obvious that teaching writing skills together with its assessment should be more 
emphasized. Writing does not happen in one shot only (Harmer, 2007). Different stages are involved in writing such 
as, planning, drafting, reviewing, and revising. Going through this process, learners grow a feel about the unity 
(textual as well as contextual), that is required to be clear in the last step. There must be ‘coherence’ or contextual 
unity in the whole text, that is, all the parts of writing should seem to be connected, giving it a conceptual unity. 
Nonetheless, cohesion and coherence are different and a text which contains cohesive devices, is not necessarily a 
coherent one (Witten and Faigley, 1981; Carrell, 1982). 
The present study deals with thematic progression (TP) patterns which indicate the distribution of 
information in a text as well as the incorporation of these organizational patterns into writing assessment, suggested 
by Kuo (1995) and Lee (2002a), since they augment the coherence of a text. A series of scores were given to the 
writings based on these patterns which are consisted of two parts, theme and rheme. “Theme in a clause is the 
element which serves as the point of departure of the message, it is that with which the clause is concerned, while 
rheme is the part of the clause in which the theme is developed” (Halliday, 1994, p. 37). As was mentioned earlier, 
theme is the point of departure for the message, so it is familiar information, either mentioned earlier in the text or 
shared by the reader’s world knowledge. On the other hand, rheme, that is, the remainder of the sentence, contains 
unfamiliar or new information, and the writer moves from theme to rheme in writing (Quing-feng, 2009).  
In the present study, the objective was to consider about IELTS criteria in scoring the learners’ writings as 
well as the IELTS scores’ correlation with the ones based on TP patterns. IELTS exam is a reliable proficiency test 
(r~ 8.5), which examines the four main language skills namely speaking, reading, listening, and writing, and absorbs 
over one million people a year to take the test. As a consequence of its reliability as well as validity to assess general 
proficiency in English, over 6000 institutions use it as an indicator of the language proficiency of their applicants 
(Shaw, 2004). Regarding essay scoring criteria used in this study which was IELTS writing scoring standard, it 
should be mentioned that it is a reliable scoring criterion which includes aspects such as Task Response (TR), 
Coherence and Cohesion (CC), Lexical Resource (LR), and Grammatical Range and Accuracy (GRA) (Official 
IELTS Practice Materials, 2009).  
 
2.  Review of the related Literature 
Considering writing instruction as well as feedback given at different fields and levels, it is realized that 
discoursal features of writing system have been partially neglected. The instructions together with assessment in 
writing have only haphazardly touched upon those features, without dealing with its real nature (Lee, 2002b; Watson 
Todd, Khongput, & Darasawang, 2007). They have covered, for instance, punctuation, spelling, paragraph 
formation, and in some extreme cases, the cohesive ties in writing; however, other macro-level discourse rules such 
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as thematic organization and progression have been omitted. That is why EFL learners as well as scholars have 
problems in writing well-written articles in terms of academic rules (Watson Todd et al., 2007). 
Although the research in the field of writing has received attention to a rather acceptable degree, there still 
lacks the serious action taken to solve the problems that emerge in teaching as well as testing writing, and feedback, 
if ever provided, is given to lexical, syntactic, or at most punctuation problems of learners (Xudong, 2004).  
This study dealt with the use of TP patterns in Iranian EFL learners’ argumentative essays, to ascertain any 
relationship between the analytic scores assigned using IELTS scoring criteria and those based on the employment 
TP patterns, since the proper application of TP patterns in writing  makes it look more coherent and academic like. 
The bigger this ratio of simple linear progression (SLP) to constant progression (CP), the better would be an essay 
according to argumentative essay writing norms (Danes, 1974; McCabe, 1999; North, 2005). This project stepped 
beyond the routine centers of attention in teaching and assessing writing namely lexis and syntax, and concentrated 
on discoursal features. Furthermore, it put forward a more modern method for feedback including thematization as 
well as overall unity of writing, in compensation for the usual, predictable, and boring feedback given in assessing 
writing (Harmer, 2007). 
The argumentative essay type was chosen as the genre under study in this project since the academic 
writing the learners and scholars are faced with is in argumentative genre which can help them to defend or oppose 
an idea and convince the reader to agree with them (Reid, 1988). In so doing, the writer uses examples, reasons, or 
discusses both opinions in contrast with those of the writer as well as those in favor of the writer’s; however, at the 
end he creates, in a clever manner, a sense of accord between his and the audience’s ideas regarding the subject.    
The grid used in IELTS writing scoring standard including TR, CC, LR, GRA are described to render a 
clarified view of the criteria used in evaluating the argumentative essays written by the participants (Official IELTS 
practice material, 2009, p. 63): 
 
Task response (TR): this criterion refers to the candidate’s ability to formulate and develop a position in 
relation to a question or statement. Ideas should be supported by evidence, and examples may be drawn from 
the candidate’s own experience. Responses must be at least 250 words at length. 
 
Coherence and cohesion (CC): this criterion refers to overall clarity and fluency of the message: how the 
response organizes and links information, ideas, and language. Coherence refers to the linking of the ideas 
through logical sequencing. Cohesion refers to the varied and appropriate use of cohesive devices (for example 
logical connectors, pronouns, and conjunctions) to assist in making the references and relationships between 
and within the sentences clear. 
 
Lexical resource (LR): this criterion refers to the range of vocabulary the candidate uses and the accuracy and 
appropriacy of that use.  
 
Grammatical range and accuracy (GRA): this criterion refers to the range and accurate use of the candidate’s 
grammatical resource at sentence level.   
 
As regards the analytic scoring system used in the present study, its overall definitions need to be clarified. In 
analytic scoring, selected aspects of writing are rated (Chastain, 1988). For classroom instruction as well as a clearer 
view to the proficiency level of learners, analytic scoring can serve best, since it provides washback for the different 
aspects of writing leading to a better understanding of one’s strengths together with weaknesses. Following an 
analytic system of scoring can aid learners in investing more on their strong points, and diminishing the parts they 
have problem with (Brown, 2004). Analytic scoring can be used when there is a need to spot strengths and 
weaknesses, to assess complicated subskills or performance, when the rater wants to give detailed feedback, or the 
students are asked to do self-assessment.  
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Analytic scoring caters for five categories by which the writings can be assessed (Brown & Bailey, 1984), including, 
“organization, logical development of ideas, grammar, punctuation/spelling/mechanics, and style and quality of 
expression” (Brown, 2004, p. 243). Some assessment specialists do not agree with this categorization, instead they 
follow the one proposed by Jacobs, Zinkgrf, Wormuth, Hartfiel, and Hughey (1981), encompassing content, 
organization, vocabulary, syntax, and mechanics. Nevertheless, according to Brown (2004), depending on the 
proficiency level of the learners, the given emphasis to these different categories can vary, for example, with the 
intermediate and elementary level students, the greater emphasis will be allotted to syntax as well as mechanics, 
while in the advanced level, the emphasis will shift to organization and content of writing.  
 
Çetin (2011) discusses that through analytic scoring, the writer can get a range of scores instead of one; in 
addition, it is preferred by language teachers and curricula since multiple scales are used. However, this type of 
scoring is time consuming and the practicality is reduced due to the several categories involved. Rezaei and Lovorn 
(2010) further question the validity of the analytic rubrics because it is not appropriately applicable to all tests, and 
sometimes the raters neglect some rubrics at the expense of others, for example, they pay more attention to 
mechanics rather than the content of the written product.  
 
Thematic progression (TP) patterns: 
According to McCabe’s (1999) model of thematicity and definition of thematic (theme-rheme) patterns, these 
patterns include: 
1. Constant progression:  in this case the theme of the first clause is selected as the theme of the subsequent 
clauses as well. 
Theme1      Rheme1 
 
              Theme2     Rheme2 
 
              Theme3      Rheme3 
 
Extract 1 
In many countries children are engaged in some kind of paid work. Most of these children work because 
they don’t have any other choice (Official IELTS practice material, 2009). 
 
2. Simple linear progression: in this thematic progression type, the rheme of the first clause becomes the 
theme of the coming clauses. 
Theme1        Rheme1 
 
            Theme2 (=Rheme1)             Rheme2 
 
                                        Theme3 (=Rheme2)                Rheme3 
 
Extract 2 
Children may work for many reasons. The most important and common reason of children’s work is 
poverty (Extract taken from the present study). 
 
3. Derived hyper-thematic progression: the themes of the subsequent clauses are derived from a main or 
overriding theme. 
Theme1  Rheme1 
 
Hyper-theme       Theme2         Rheme2 
 
Theme3                Rheme3 
 
 
 
1815 Laya Soleymanzadeh and Javad Gholami /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1811 – 1819 
Extract 3 
Children’s education is a more important way to achieve their goals in their life. We understand that 
working is an obstacle to education and spoils their opportunities. This attitude does not pay attention to 
children’s moral standards and also overlooks their capacity of working (Extract taken from the present 
study). 
 
4. Split Progression: in this type, the rheme of the first clause is split into two items which in turn become the 
theme of the subsequent clauses. 
Theme1           Rheme1 (=Rheme1a & Rheme1b) 
 
                                                     
Theme2 (=Rheme1a)      Rheme2 
 
Theme2      Rheme3 
 
Theme3 (=Rheme1b)      Rheme4 
 
Theme3      Rheme5 
 
Extract 4 
I myself do agree with this idea because of two main reasons: taking responsibility, and standing on their 
own feet. The first reason for doing paid work for children is that they should take responsibility in their 
life. The second one that persuaded me to agree with the idea of doing paid work by children is standing on 
their own feet (Extract taken from the present study). 
 
The objective of this study was to determine any possible correlation between the analytic scores based on 
the ratio of TP patterns and those based on the IELTS scoring criteria. Therefore, the following research question 
and hypothesis were suggested: 
 
Q: Is there any significant relationship between Iranian EFL learners’ argumentative essay writing ability based on 
IELTS essay scoring criteria and thematic progression (TP) patterns at upper-intermediate level? 
 
H0: There is no significant relationship between Iranian EFL learners’ argumentative essay writing ability based on 
IELTS essay scoring criteria and thematic progression (TP) patterns at upper-intermediate level. 
 
 
3. Methodology  
In order to investigate the research question, a quantitative one-shot research design was employed in this 
study, which was aimed at exploring the correlation between the concerned variables. 
  
3.1 Participants 
 
The participants of the study were undergraduate students majoring in English Language and Literature 
from Urmia University. They were junior students taking part in ‘Essay Writing’ course. The class consisted of 20 
students from whom 13 were selected following the administration of an IELTS proficiency test which determined 
the learners’ proficiency level.  There were both male and female students within the age range of 20-24 years. They 
shared similar cultural background since all were Iranians, with a full command of Persian as the official language 
in their country, and Turkish or Kurdish as their mother tongue. According to the results obtained from the IELTS 
test, the selected participants were at upper-intermediate level with average score of 5.5-6.5 band score. This was 
due to the fact that the academic argumentative writings the subjects were assigned to write about required at least 
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an average mastery level of English (Rashid & Heng, 2008). Following this logic, the upper-intermediate level 
learners were chosen as the subjects of the research. The participants of the study had passed a course on ‘Advanced 
Writing’ two terms before their current course, ‘Essay Writing’. It means that these students were somewhat 
proficient in English writing; that is why this group (entry 1388/2009) was chosen as the target group of the project.   
 
3.2 Instruments 
 
An argumentative topic of academic writing as one component of the IELTS proficiency exam – IELTS 
Task two (Official IELTS practice materials, 2009) – was assigned to the participants to write about. The topic was: 
“In many countries children are engaged in some kind of paid work. Some people regard this as completely wrong, 
while others consider it as valuable work experience, important for learning and taking responsibility. Discuss both 
these views and give your opinion” (Official IELTS practice materials, 2009, p. 30).  
 
3.3 Procedure 
 
Generally the present study tended to determine the extent to which TP patterns were observed in the 
samples provided by the participants as well as the variety of their use in argumentative essays, and to what extent 
the scores based on the ratio of the mentioned patterns interfered with the scores given to a writing sample regarding 
IELTS scoring standard. The subjects were given the necessary instruction as to the procedure they had to follow in 
order to accomplish the tasks. It was demanded not to ask each other or the researcher questions while writing about 
the topics for argumentative essays, not to use dictionaries, and to write what they felt was right.  
 
The writings were analyzed through two major criteria: a) analytic scoring based on IELTS rubrics and 
grids for evaluating IELTS Task 2 essays of academic writing in terms of Task Response (TR), Coherence and 
Cohesion (CC), Lexical Resource (LR), and Grammatical Range and Accuracy (GRA), as they were explained in 
detail in introduction; b) TP patterns, that is, the ratio of SLP to CP. The bigger this ratio, the better would be an 
essay according to argumentative essay writing norms (Danes, 1974; McCabe, 1999; North, 2005) by the researcher.  
 
 
4. Data analysis 
Following the data collection phase, the ratio of SLP to CP patterns in the writing samples were calculated 
which determined the robustness of argumentative writing, that is, the higher the number of SLP, the better that 
writing would be in argumentative setting (Wang, 2007; Jalilifar, 2010). Moreover, based on IELTS scoring 
standard, after the evaluation of papers, the raw scores were transformed to band scores used in IELTS, both in 
writings, and the proficiency test. There was a band score assigned to each writing using Task Response (TR), 
Coherence and Cohesion (CC), Lexical Resource (LR), and Grammatical Range and Accuracy (GRA) as grid.  
 
After quantifying the essay scores of the participants, to investigate correlation between the scores given 
using TP patterns, and those given using IELTS scoring system, Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient 
was calculated. 
 
4.1 The ratio of TP patterns in essays 
 
In an argumentative writing, according to the findings in the reported literature (Belmonte & McCabe, 
1998; Ren, Cao, Gao & Li, 2009) the ratio of simple linear progression (SLP) to constant progression (CP) is high, 
since constant progression is better suited to narrative type of text, while simple linear progression is appropriate for 
argumentative settings; therefore, the ratio of SLP to CP in writing samples were calculated in the following table. 
 
 
 
 
1817 Laya Soleymanzadeh and Javad Gholami /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1811 – 1819 
                                       Table 1. The ratios of SLP to CP in writing samples 
 
                                               N            Minimum     Maximum       Mean          Std. Deviation 
 
Ratio of SLP to CP         13                .24                 1.00            .5908             .22288 
                                                  Valid N (listwise)           13 
 
 
 
The following figure illustrates the mean frequency of TP patterns in the writing samples written by the participants.  
 
 
Fig. 1. Ratio of TP patterns 
 
 
4.2 Correlation of TP Patterns Ratio with IELTS-based analytic scores 
 
The results of the correlation analysis show that the correlation between the scores based on IELTS scoring 
criteria and the ratio of SLP to CP was not significant (p > 0.05). Also the amount of correlation is very small.   
 
                                          Table 2. Correlation of TP patterns’ ratio with IELTS-based analytic scores 
 
                                     TP                   IELTS 
 
                                     TP                       Pearson Correlation                  1                           .364 
                                                                             Sig. (2-tailed)                                                      .222 
                                                                                     N                                   13                             13 
 
                                            IELTS                  Pearson Correlation                .364                             1 
                                                                            Sig. (2-tailed)                       .222 
                                                                                    N                                    13                              13 
 
 
 
As demonstrated in tables 1 and 2 above, the outcomes led the researcher to conclude that IELTS scoring 
criteria, unlike caring about cohesion and coherence in writing, does not concentrate on TP patterns and their role in 
creation as well as reinforcement of coherence in texts written which was proved in previous research in literature 
(Xudong, 2004; Jones, 2007; Watson Todd, et al., 2007; Ren et al. 2009).  
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 
Since the second half of the twentieth century up to the present, the research done on writing as a main skill 
in language has received great focus of attention, and a number of studies have certified its value as a field of 
research in teaching as well as testing. In this study, which dealt with the relationship between IELTS scoring 
criteria and the scores given using the ratio of TP patterns (SLP to CP), the results indicated no significant 
correlation, leading to conclusion that IELTS scoring criteria did not address TP patterns in essay grading. 
 
Another implication of the study regarding the dominant status of TP patterns, which is supported by other 
papers (Jones, 2007; Ren, et al., 2009; Herriman, 2011), is raising the learners’ awareness of their existence in texts 
together with equipping them with the tools to be able to analyze the text, or exercises which can help them produce 
texts using TP patterns. Likewise, it was suggested by research in literature that TP patterns could be used by the 
learners in order to self-assess their writing compositions, and decide on those writings’ overall quality and 
effectiveness. This implication even can aid writing evaluators in considering essays at discourse level as well 
(Belmonte & McCabe, 1998; Wang, 2007; Jones, 2007; Watson Todd, et al., 2007; Quing-feng, 2009). 
 
The findings are also in line with those of Belmonte and McCabe (1998), Almaden (2006), Wang (2007), 
Jalilifar (2010), in terms of TP patterns’ frequency of use in argumentative genre, that is, overuse of constant 
progression, which is regarded as a problem in argumentative type since in this genre, it is simple linear progression 
is much preferred. 
 
Despite the conclusions as well as implications of the research, inferences regarding the correlation of TP 
patterns scoring and IELTS scoring are restricted due to the limitations such as limited number of the participants, 
and lack of the subjects’ knowledge of TP patterns. These limitations, caused by different reasons, narrow down the 
generalizability of this research to the specific context it was investigated in, and the rules riding in the context 
prevented the researcher from dealing with the issue extensively; nonetheless, it is hoped that other researchers 
could study several aspects of thematization in more detail and in various contexts. 
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